opportunities and emergencies.  Although the project grant has always been the backbone of the system, it was not itself designed to build research capacity and cannot sustain it alone. To ensure stability in research capacity, universities need some discretionary research funding. Such funds, however, have been shrinking for more than a decade. A specific and serious problem with academic research capacity is deterioration and obsolescence of equipment and facilities.
1. Research support provided to universities by federal project grants does not cover a variety of persistent scientific needs. Among them are equipment that cannot be justified for any single project, support for preliminary exploration of new ideas, funds needed by beginning scientists to establish a record of performance, and temporary support for experienced scientists who are changing the field of their research. The present array of external funding mechanisms does not provide enough general research support to sustain these elements of the research infrastructure.
The Committee finds merit in the concept of grants designed to sustain academic research capacity, even at the cost of shifting 1 to 3 percent of federal funding from project grants to institutional grants. The long-established Biomedical Research Support Grant of the National Institutes of Health is a successful example. This grant is proportional to the total project funding awarded on the basis of peer review and so meets the goal of using the available funds to support the best research most effectively. The Committee recognizes that general research support raises federal concerns that include quality assurance, accountability, and competition with the need to fund specific, mission-oriented research projects. The concerns of both the government and the universities about general research support warrant consideration of the issue by the Forum.
The quality of university research would be improved by extending to all federal funding agencies and departments the concept of the Biomedical Research Support Grant of the National Institutes of Health as a means of providing a small amount of general research support. Such support would be allocated most effectively by each university within a general framework established by the government in consultation with the universities and the scientific community.ate all sxdes of the issue;   describe the differing assump-eparing
